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Abstract 
No woman wants an abortion like she wants an ice cream cone or a Porsche. She 
wants an abortion like an animal caught in a trap wants to gnaw off its own leg. 
— Anonymous 
Contemporary constructions of abortion in New Zealand have limited abortion 
rhetoric to a distinct binary of prochoice or prolife discourse. These binaries restrict 
the positions available to women when negotiating their experiences of abortion, and 
position women in a polarising discourse that does not sufficiently encompass the 
complexity of women’s lived experience of abortion. Limiting abortion rhetoric to the 
dominant binary has consequences for the creation and maintenance of abortion 
stigma, particularly internalised stigma, which can have negative consequences on 
women’s experience. This research aimed to examine the gap that psychological 
research has failed to explore by addressing the question of the effects of wider 
sociocultural factors in women’s experience of abortion and the discourses that they 
engaged with to construct their narratives. Five women who had terminated a 
pregnancy before 20 weeks gestation were interviewed about their abortion 
experience in New Zealand using one to one conversational interviews. A feminist 
poststructuralist discourse analysis was conducted, attending to the binary that 
enabled and limited positions for women to occupy in regards to the wider 
sociocultural forces regulating abortion. The analysis showed that the binary both 
created and exacerbated women’s struggle and confusion in their decision-making 
with the inflexibility of positions on either side of abortion rhetoric. It explored how 
women position themselves as ‘both/and’ within the binary rather than ‘either/or’ and 
identified some of the conflicts this creates. Further alternative discourses of 
maternity, individualism and female sexuality textured the prochoice and prolife 
abortion rhetoric and enabled an examination of how other discourses regulating 
women’s bodies are salient in women’s talk about their abortions. This research 
provides an understanding of the effects of dominant abortion discourses and the 
power relations implicit in them on women’s construction of their experience. 
Furthermore, how these discourses may be resisted and implications for policy going 
forward are also examined to reduce stigma and silence surrounding abortion for 
women in New Zealand and improve the social conditions in which women access 
this procedure.  
 
 
iv 
  
 
 
v 
Acknowledgements 
First and foremost, my gratitude belongs to the brave and beautiful women who 
shared their stories with me and allowed me a glimpse into the diverse, challenging 
and uplifting world of women. Without you this research would not have been 
possible, so for that I owe you all the world of thanks. I sincerely hope that what I 
have produced with your experiences does you justice and women everywhere can 
start to benefit from the ripples we have (hopefully) created. 
 
Secondly I would like to express my profound appreciation to my supervisor - the one 
and only Leigh Coombes. You have inspired me with your energy and wisdom, and 
you have had a profound impact on the way I approach my academic and personal 
endeavours. You have been a source of endless optimism, encouragement and support 
and I have learned so much from your guidance. Thank you for your time and belief 
in my little project; it has meant more than words can express. I feel honoured to have 
been able to work with you. 
 
To my gorgeous adopted family of friends, flatmates and work colleagues, my 
partner, and – of course - my cats, thank you for the endless coffee, snacks, questions, 
distractions and encouragements. Your optimism and reassurance has surrounded me 
with positive energy when I needed it most, and you have kept me sane during this 
process. I consider myself extremely lucky that you choose to be in my life.  
 
Finally, I would like to dedicate this thesis to my mother. The people who knew and 
loved you best tell me you would have been proud of the woman I’ve become but it 
wasn’t until now that I thought maybe it could be true. Your spirit and memory guide 
my ambition to make something of myself and find hope in the smallest of silver 
linings. This is for you and all of the sacrifices you made. You are always with me 
and I love you.   
  
 
 
vi 
  
 
 
vii 
Table of Contents 
 
 
Abstract ............................................................................................................... iii 
Acknowledgements .............................................................................................. v 
Table of Contents ................................................................................................. vii 
Chapter 1 - Introduction ...................................................................................... 10 
Biopower and the Surveillance of Women’s Bodies ................................................... 12 
The Construction of the Binary.................................................................................... 16 
Reproductive Technologies, Surveillance and Foetal Personhood .............................. 21 
Chapter 2 – The Discursive Constructions of Abortion .......................................... 26 
Femininity and Motherhood ........................................................................................ 26 
Agency, Choice and Autonomy ................................................................................... 28 
Legal Discourse and Citizenship ................................................................................. 35 
The Moral Significance of Abortion Decisions ........................................................... 39 
Abortion Stigma ........................................................................................................... 41 
Chapter 3 - Methodology .................................................................................... 53 
Theoretical Framework ................................................................................................ 53 
Discourse as Constructive ....................................................................................... 54 
Methodological Framework ......................................................................................... 61 
Chapter 4 - Method ............................................................................................. 68 
Design .......................................................................................................................... 68 
Ethical Considerations ................................................................................................. 69 
Recruitment .................................................................................................................. 72 
Participants ................................................................................................................... 74 
Procedure ..................................................................................................................... 76 
Bicultural Considerations............................................................................................. 78 
Analysis........................................................................................................................ 80 
 
 
viii 
Reflexivity.................................................................................................................... 83 
Chapter 5 – Analysis ............................................................................................ 85 
Prochoice and Prolife: Navigating the Binary ............................................................. 86 
Women’s Moral Positioning in Abortion Rhetoric ...................................................... 90 
Texturing Discourses of Abortion: Exploring the Complexities ................................. 97 
Biomedical Discourse .............................................................................................. 98 
The Conflict of the ‘Autonomous’ and the ‘Maternal’ Subject .............................. 102 
Female Sexuality .................................................................................................... 108 
The Manifestation and Maintenance of Abortion Stigma.......................................... 117 
Conflicts with Abortion in New Zealand ................................................................... 124 
Analysis Conclusion .................................................................................................. 135 
Chapter 6 - Discussion ........................................................................................ 137 
References ......................................................................................................... 146 
Appendix A – Letter of Support (Specialist Consultation) .................................... 155 
Appendix B – External Supervision Agreement ................................................... 156 
Appendix C – Information Sheet ......................................................................... 157 
Appendix D - Participant Consent Form .............................................................. 160 
Appendix E - Authority for the Release of Transcripts ......................................... 161 
